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BRIEF COMMUNICATION 



SIGHTINGS AND STRANDIN(;S OF THE PYGMY RIGHT WHALE CAPHREA 
MARG/NATA NEAR PORT LINCOLN, SOUTH AUSTRALIA AND A REVIEW OF 
OTHER AUSTRALASIAN SIGH TINCiS 



I'hc pygmy right whole CafH’rea mar^inata is u rurely 
sightcil species known primarily from slrandings. The lalter 
occur frei|ueruly in South Aiislralia, especial ly along the 
noith coast of Kangaroo Island and near Ton Lincoln' 
Migratory patterns are not known aliliough it lias been 
suggested that this species moves inshore in spring and 
sLiininer''^. Sekiguchi cl postulated that such a move- 
ment olT South Africa may coincide with an increase in the 
abundance of copepods, one of the presumed main prey of 
C inar^^inata. Spring and summer are also the seasons 
when juveniles most I'requenlly strand-^. There appears to 
be a broad mating, calving and weaning period between 
June and rvbruary Tiiis papci' describes two recent sight- 
ings of live animals iifT Lincoln National Park, about 10 km 
east-soul h-easl of F‘ort Lincoln. South Australia and snm- 
niarises past sightings and strandings in that area. Other 
known sightings in the Australasian region are ais<i 
reviewed. 

While sailing a d m yacht in Spalding Cove, off Lincoln 
National I’ark, two of the authors, J. D. and B. F„ observed 
two pygmy right whales, an adult about 6 in long, accom- 
panied by a call about 2 m long. Paired blowholes (Fig. I ) 
conlifmed that the adult was a halceii whale. Species iden- 
tillcalion wjis based on the curved jaw-line, medium-grey 
colour, a falcale dorsal fin placed well back on the body and 
the adult’s broad back (Figs 1-7). The animals were seen 
between 1030 and 1 1.30 h on 4 January and 1300 and 1400 
h tlic following day. On both occasions they were deep in 
ihe cove at the rar south-western side, about 300 m from 
shore (Fig. 2). Water depth (its determined by a deplh- 




Fig. I - Adult Caperca mar^inata in Spalding Cove, South 
Australia, 4/5 Januai*y 1006. Aitows show ihe paired 
blowholes and indistinct white bar behind the head 
Note also die broad hack. Photo: J, Dutton. 



soundci ) was about 5 m. water visibility 8 m, surface waiei 
temperature 20 C and the sea was calm. Spalding Ctwe is a 
shallow, slopinghay with a sandy bmtoni and e\iensive sea- 
grass beds. 

Ininiediaiely prior to the sighting on 4 Jaiuuiry. a large V- 
sliaped swirl about 4-.5 m diameter, followed by a euriaiii of 
bubbles, appeared 2 m from the boat. About 2-3 min Jaiei 
and 50 m away a large animal Ihe presumed adult remale, 
surfaced and blew. This was followed by (he blow of the 
calf near the adiiit. The calf sw^am slowly aroniul the boat 
coming close to the bow and Uirning olL miieh as dolphins 
oflcn do. It swam wilh an undulating motion, surl'aeing Ire- 
t|iiently lor air (30-40 sec or as long as 2 min) At Ibis stage 
the boat was under motor at a speed of 2-3 knots (3.5-3 .5 
kph) and the calf showed no sign of being dislurbed by this. 
The calf allemaled between swimming next to the boat and 
the nearby adult about 20-30 m away and sonietiines swum 
above the adult, a common position lor dependent calves of 
Ihe southern right whale f nholacna onstmlis (C. Kemjier 







Fig. 2 - Juvenile Caperca mar^inuta in .Spalding Cove, 
South Australia, 4/5 January 1996. The arrow' marks the 
prominent, falcate dorsal lln set well back on the body. 
Photo: J. Dutton. 



so 

per^. obv.). The e;ilf‘s ^*rcy baek uml st)melimcs iis head 
sht>we«l aw II suillieed and hLnv. Laid e\aiiiimilion uf plin- 
(os ^ho^^cd llial Ihc almoM while venlrul t i>hnir exlended 
well up ihe side ot the body and lhai a disiineiivc dark lat- 
eral patch inlcirupted this ]iisi beluiid the head (Tiiz 3). A 
.vimilar colour paliern has been olrserved m a South AlVican 
juwmle C. nutr^umur and a recently stranded neonate in 
New /ealaial t van tielden pei>*. eoimn.). 

The adull swam in laijic circles in the general vicinity oj 
the boat, sornetirnos coming very close to it and ill limes 
turning on its side. It showed no sign ol* being disluitied by 
die prcsdice o( ihe boat. *f he adult .surfacocl (o brciuhc much 
less oflen than Ihc call, about every 3 rUni oi more. Laid 
examination id’ photos .shosved dial the adull was a medium- 
giey colour with a pale biind or chevron just behind the 
head iF'ig. I). ‘Vfic belly was lighier than (lie baek. 
Matsiioka'' also de.serihed and illustrated light elicvTons on 
die backs ol'a huge group oh adull (' tiHifiiUKiiu observed 
ai sea (Table 2), 

ITie animals were in the same pan ol’ the eove tiuring the 
uriemoori ol the next diiy when .1 f!) and IT b’. rciiirned to 
.vail there. A net I'isher operating in Spalding Owe during 
lute huHiary and much id l•ebrllary ]U0(, reporicil .seeing a 
small whale iheic on scver.d occasions. His dcscripiion <d 
die LimmnI does noi allow .specie.s identilicaiion but il may 
hiivc hc».:n ('. hutr\*ifuifn^ possibly one «d the same animals 
observed in early January by .1. 1.3. and B. f'. 

The Ollier iveeni South Ausiialian sighting was made dur- 
ing the arternoon ol' 7 July IW> by K. M who observedr 
with the aid id binoeidnrs, il .small whale from Ihe shore 
near C'apc DoningUin Itghihousc, Lincoln .Valinnul Park 
(Fig. 4-), ll was abiiiil .SO rn Irom shore und 60 m liom (he 
observer The wenlher was sunny anti Ihe sea calm, with a 
light southerly to Minth-wesierly bree/‘e of 1-5 kiinls |2-d 
kph). The animal was iTun ing slow ly towards deeper water, 
in a Noiitli-soiiih*euslc*rly direction. AI times il swam jusi 




below the surface wilh its mouth open. 1 1 was not [H»ssihlc 
to tell if the animal was iceding and no obvious signs of 
plankltifi swarms were visible lii the observer. .Several Imv, 
thin blows W'ere seen. The animurs colour was dark gicy on 
the hack and liglii pmy underncarh. The ieuinres whiih sug- 
gested that this w'as a C. rmtr{>mn(a were; 1 ) lighter patches 
between the mouth and the llippers. 2) wdntish baleen plates 
wliieh diukened liiwaids the outer etiges, and .^) a small, 
eurved doisal fin ahmil 7* ‘d' Ihc way along the back 
However, without obser\ ing the howetl jaw-line. Ihe idenii 
UcalioM as C’ coukl ind be considered connmied 

since minke whales tu uror<istvi\ta) share 

seveiijl id' the abine-iiieiUioiietl fealuics. l-.slimuled body 
length id the iiiiimal K M. observed wsis L5-4.0 m, sug- 
gesting that it was a posi-weaning juvenile*’. 

Nine slraiMliiigs i>f C. have been rcciiided in 

(he Port Lincidn area from before PUS to ( Tabic I) 
;md, a.s suggested m P.k>4 by Halc"\ many more have prnb 
ably occurred wilhonl Ix^ing reporicil. All (be repiirled 
sirnndings have been from Ptin Lincoln Proper ami in. or ul 
the entrance lo. Spalding Co\e (f'lg. 4). Riilli aie shallow 
seagrass-coveied. .saudy/mudnat hays with large tidal 
movements. All sirandings involved single animal.s. 
although in siniie eases ilicre may have been a conncciion 
between certain events oceiiiring within a slioil lime ol 
each other. P'or example, a .L.kS in juvenile Was lound 
reccnily dead 2 I*cbrnary 198V) in Spalding Love and on 
I March PJSSi a deeomposeii adult (unknown sex) wa.s 
found on Bickers Islantl at the entrance to the eiwe (.Hlraml- 
ing nos 6. 7. Fig. 4). On 6 April an adult IcriKile. w ith 
IH1 eMilence of laelalion. wa.slied U|i near on the south side 
nf Poll Lincoln Proper ami six days laler an cxlremely ema- 
ciated .LI.5 ni juvenile slramled alive in Spalding Cove 
(slrunding iio.s S. 0. Fig 4). Il is possible that both cicse.s 
involved rnotlicr/ealf pairs. Of die live adults (hat have 
.stranded, ihrec have been females anil twn of unknown sex. 




I ig. .Invenile Cdprtva in Spalding Cove. .South Australia. 4/5 January J9%. The line draw ing helps to dis 

linginsli Ihe bowed jawlirie. which is slightly distorted hy a wave. The arrow' marks a lateral colour pattern of white just 
behind the head and a dark patch |x>srciior ur this. Photo J Dutton. 
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4 - Map •»(■ P(»ii Lirtcoln region sliovving positional ol 
sipluiiins fNijuaivs) aiul siranclings icirdcs) ot’ C aiimut 
fudri^ifuita. NiimkT.s re lei lo slramliiigs in Table; I »ind 
flight ings in Table 2. 



These siiuiiclmg resuhs suggcsi iluil Ihe region is rreijucnily 
used by I'cMilulev uiul eulves. jUlu)Ugb siieh iidoniialioii can 
be misleading il' there is. aii in this ease, imieh human oeli\ - 
iiy in dtc ivgion and rhea'IVH’e pi>ssibdiiy ol disei»\rnng 
euivasseH. 

Reported sightings of C. niur.iihuiui. summarised in I'able 
2. are not eoiiinum in the AuslralaHnin region. *|b our 
knowledge, the Spalding Cove sighting of January PhJh is 
the llrsi time a eow amt eair have been sighted and pho- 
togia(>hed anywhere in the Kmiihem hemisphere. Not 
meludcd in Table 2 are two uneonllriiied reeords found in 
the Australian Nature Citiisei vaiion Ageiiey sightings data- 
base, one of Ihlee animal.s off Montague Island. NSW in 
June Ph>2 < record mi. S76l and llie oihcr rn)in near hornier 
Island. WA in June I^M3 tiio 1 55N). .Sinee there \vas no sup* 
porting dcseriplioii of (he animals lo allow positive idenlifi- 
eation and C. nuif:unuini can k* eonlused vviih the minke 



vvhalc. ti acutorosIraUL the records have not heen included 
here. 

-Many of the sightings li.sied m Table 1 and several Ironi 
South Africa* were made inshore, suggesting dial i . ttuir 
j^ifuita inhahit-s coastal waters, at least for some pari of its 
life or annual eyele. I’npiihlished stranding ilaia show dial 
dependent yt»ung ami rcccnUy weaned Juvenile.s (.TO- ni) 
are more common along the eamtial Smith Ausifulian and 
we.siem Vielonaii coast ( Kemper unpub. i. huir of die sight- 
ings li.sted in lable 2 involved dopondeni young nr animals 
that, from their si/e. would appear lo have been recently 
weaned, rfirce were from the Port Lincoln area and one was 
horn Ponliiiiil in wcsiern Victoria. Large, proiecieil hays 
with shallow, sandy bolloiiis and extensive seagrass beds 
may he important calving .mil wetming areas for (. nun- 
\iUwtd. Siune examples are Porllaml Hay. Nepean hay and 
(he hoston hay region. Several strundmgs of C, nuin^mma 
have heen reeonled in the Nepean Bay area' 

The sighting made in Cockbiiin S<nind in IddOby h. and 
D. Parker (B. Parker per.s. comm.) merits a speual note 
beCiinse il reeords some ninable bcliuv iour a.s well a.> prob- 
able feeding by the 5-m animal they observed ovei a period 
ol ahoul one hour. I he animal wa.s swimming very fasi. 
leaving a wake of water, and nodifing rt^ head m*iieeably. 
The w^hale came to invesiigme llie boat, scraping iuell 
the liisi lime againsi the bottom of die hoai Tlic second 
time il appioaelied the boat very qLiickly. uIiiiom in a 
charge, lilted the boat oin ill the vvaiei ami almost euused 
the oceiipanls to be thrown out' 

The auihor.s W'i.sh lo thank B. Parker and D. Couohran lor 
supplying inlormalion im the sighliug in roekhum Soatul 
and die Aiislralinn Naitire Conservation Agciiey for search 
ing their records for sighiings, C. Kcaiipei thanks 

all those wim have provided mformatitm on pygmy right 
whale srranclings and sighiings records, especially South 
Australian National Park.s and Wildlife ofllcers ami 
Depurimcnl ol Priinarv hiduslries .South Australia 
(I'ishcrics) ollkers. J Thurnier suggestcil and prepared the 
line draw'ing lor l ig. 3. 



T viii I f. iiratnis Caperea marginaia in ihr Pori Lincoln area. Stntfu/in^ mnnhev (h^. KefA vross-mau hed 

/o /'V.v- 4. ^ esfimotcil length hased on skdetul mcnsitnnnema . Mnscinu no. M = spevnnen in South .^ustndum 
Museum. S - (u* spi'timen in .South Aiistmlion Mnwntn. 



Dale 


Location 


Fl|i. 

Ket. 


.Sex 


l.eiigdi 

(ml 


Museum 

No. 


Comments 


<P>4S 


SW Poet Lincoln 
Pn»pcr 


1 




2jy 


MS753 




2b.12.l9.S5 


lulka 


2 


M 


3.0.S 


M61I0 


.seen ulive before si ran ding 


Ib.H.ldbh 


Tulka 


3 


r 


aJull 


S00<19 


decomposed, not collected 


S.I9S4 


.Spalding ( ove 


4 


- 


b.O.T^ 


MI4.SX0 


decomposed 


18..5.|9,S5 


Poll Lincoln Proper 


5 


1- 


6,20 


Ml 4465 


washed up dead 


2.2 19X9 


Spalding Cove 


6 


M 


3.3X 


Ml 5024 


very fresh 


I..TI9X9 


hickers Island Noitli 


7 


- 


5.3 


.M 1 5374 


very decomposed 


6.4 1993 


1 km SL Horse Rock 


H 


F 


6.0N 


M 1 7.V>2 


washed np dciu! 


12.4.1993 


V2 km SL: 
Stamford Hill 


9 


M 


3.15 


SOOX5 


alive, very emaciated, returned to sea 
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T vBLt. 2. inrlmlinj^ cuptw cs hut not .si^htin^^x imnwilialcly follow cd by stnindin.^s, ofCi\pc\ cn marpnata in dw 

Anstrolasion royton. Lutilndc and lon^dttde ^ivcn in de<^rc(\s and minutes. Hel. is reUahlidy of ideniifivadon {} = 
certain, 2 — probable, d - donbrfid). A = adnh, S - sidhidnlt,,! = juvenile. 



Date 


EnciUion 


Eat. / 
Lone. 


Habitat 


No. 


Rel. 


Si/e 


Commcnl.s 


Rel. 


1 1H74 


north end 
Stewart 1.. NZ 


46 50 .S 
168 OOF. 


- 


- 


1 


S 


eaptuied amongst 
blackfish 


8 


i).M954 


Bruny Island. Tas 


43 17 S 
147 IS F 


bay, in 
2-3ni water 


- 


1 


S 


killed by bshers 


9 


7.19()0 


Port l.incolii, SA 




proiecte<I bay 


2 




A. J 


im dcseriplion of 
animals 


10 


4.1980 


- 50 mn SI: 

(Aipc Howe, NSW 


38 20 .S 
150 20 H 


open ocean, 
olt shell 


5 


1 




observeil from 
ship 


II 


4.1985 


Soela Seamount, 
120 inn SE Tas 


43 50 S 
150 22 E 


open ocean, 
over sea inounl 


man) 


2/3 




teediiig, no 
description of 
animals 


12 


28.ll.l98(v 

5.2.1987 


Portland, Vie 


38 21 S 
141 30 E 


satidy. 

pjoiecied hay 


\ 


1 


S 


shipping harboui 
po.s'sibly feeding 


13 


1 19S9 


Spalding Cove. 
SA 


34 47 S 
135 58 E 


shallow, 
proleeled bus, 
seagrasses 


2 




A. J 


Pm. 4 lef no. 2 


this 

sindv 


19 10.1990 


Cockburn Sound. 
WA 


32 10 S 
1 15 44 E 


onshore 


1 


1 


A 


photos suggest 
feet ling behaviour 


B. Puker 
pci’s. 

comm. 


20.1 1.1992 


420 nni S Cape 
Keen win WA 


41 37 S 
1 15 38 E 


open sea 


-80 


1 


A 


Uiice groups ueai 
each Ollier 


() 


4.1.199(1 


Spalding Cove, 
SA 


34 47 S 
1.35 58 E 


shallow, 
proleeled bay. 
scagrasse.s 


2 


I 


A,. I 


stayed in area at 
least two days, 
big. ref. no. .3 


this 

study 


7 7.1996 


Port Eiiieoln. SA 


34 44 S 
1.36 ODE 


edge of 
Spencer Gulf 


1 


2 


J 


Fig. 4 nef. no. 4 


this 

study 
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